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THE  SECRET  OF  DURABILITY 


Botanically  speaking,  a  morning  glory  is  a  twin- 
ing plant  having  heart-shaped  leaves  and  funnel-shaped 
flowers  of  various  colors.   In  colloquial  speech,  how- 
ever, the  term  "morning  glory"  is  applied  to  one  who 
started  well  in  some  given  endeavor  but  failed  to  fin- 
ish.- It  is  one  thing  to  get  off  the  mark,  and  some- 
thing else  again  to  cross  the  tape. 

The  durability  of  faith  has  been  a  concern  of  the 
church  from  earliest  times.   All  who  set  out  to  live 
in  obedience  to  Christ  do  not  sustain  that  intention. 
Every  congregation  has  a  list  of  inactive  members  by 
whatever  name.   While  it  is  more  hopeful  to  focus  on 
the  front  door  where  people  enter,  we  dare  not  over- 
look the  back  door  where  people  leave.   The  problem  of 
lapsed  members  and  expired  faith  is  real  and  sizeable. 

Theologians  have  wrestled  with  this  problem  under 
the  general  title  "The  Perseverance  of  the  Saints." 
There  is  one  school  that  insists  that  a  genuinely  con- 
verted person  can  never  fall  away.  "Once  saved,  always 
saved."  Did  not  Jesus  say,  "My  sheep  hear  my  voice, 
and  I  know  them  and  they  follow  me;  and  I  give  them 
eternal  life;  and  they  shall  never  perish,  and  no  one 
shall  snatch  them  out  of  my  hand."  (John  10:27-28) 

The  other  school  insists  that  even  the  best  of 
starts  does  not  guarantee  fidelity.   Those  who  hold 
this  view  refer  us  to  those  words  from  the  Epistle  to 
the  Hebrews  that  arrest  us  by  their  somberness:   "It 
is  impossible  to  restore  again  to  repentence  those  who 
have  once  been  enlightened,  who  have  tasted  the  heaven- 
ly gift,  and  have  become  partakers  of  the  Holy  Spirit, 
and  have  tasted  the  goodness  of  the  Word  of  God  and 
the  powers  of  the  age  to  come,  if  they  commit  apostasy, 
since  they  crucify  the  Son  of  God  on  their  own  account 
and  hold  him  up  to  contempt."  (Hebs.  11:4-6) 

It  is  also  to  be  remembered  that  after  Jesus  gath- 
ered his  disciples  about  him  and  prepared  to  send  them 
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out  for  the  first  time,  he  described  the  forms  and  de- 
grees of  opposition  that  they  would  encounter  and  then 
went  on  to  say,  "But  he  who  endures  to  the  end  will  be 
saved.". (Matt.  10:22) 

However  we  go  at  this  question  theologically,  we 
eventually  come  to  an  impass.   One  camp  will  say,  "Yes 
it  is  possible  to  have  living  faith  and  lose  it."  The 
other  camp  will  reply,  "If  you  lose  it,  it  shows  that 
you  never  really  had  it  in  the  first  place." 

The  issue  as  a  theological  question  really  doesn't 
grab  us  anymore.   We  are  not  so  intent  as  our  fathers 
might  have  been  to  distinguish  the  sheep  from  the  goats, 
We  are  willing  to  leave  ultimate  determinations  to  God. 
More  of  us  are  coming  to  see  that  Augustine  was  right: 
"Many  are  of  God  who  are  not  of  the  church,  and  many 
are  of  the  church  who  are  not  of  God."  _1 

Yet,  even  though  we  may  not  go  at  it  theological- 
ly, or  with  the  same  intensity  as  our  fathers,  the  is- 
sue of  lapsed  faith,  and  defected  commitment  is  with 
us  still.   We  all  know  people  who  were  once  a  vital 
part  of  the  Christian  enterprise  but  who  walk  no  long- 
er with  us.   Indeed,  in  our  more  reflective  moments  we 
know  that  our  own  pilgrimage  as  Christians  is  a  matter 
of  fits  and  starts.   We  have  our  highs  and  lows.   We 
know  seasons  of  reassuring  confidence  and  trust,  but 
we  also  know  fallow  periods  when  the  claims  of  the  un- 
seen world  seem  like  nothing  more  than  a  piously  con- 
trived fiction. 

Mu  and  Nu  are  the  middle  letters  of  the  Greek  al- 
phabet.  One  of  the  weaknesses  that  plagues  the  church 
today  might  be  called  the  "Mu  Nu"  syndrome.   We  start 
well,  and  we  intend  to  finish  well,  but  we  have  a  way 
of  sagging  during  the  middle  years.   Perhaps  this  is 
what  the  Psalmist  had  in  mind  when  he  spoke  of  the 
"destruction  that  wasteth  at  noonday."  (Pslm.  91:6) 


In  the  belief  that  example  is  more  profitable  than 
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mere  exhortation,  I  want  us  to  look  together  briefly 
at  a  man  of  faith  who  stayed  with  his  calling  all  the 
way  through  to  the  end.   You  will  have  surmised  from 
the  morning  scripture  reading  that  the  man  is  Moses.. 
Moses  the  liberator! 

This  man's  amazing  life  is  summarized  in  Hebrews 
XI.   Virtually  all  that  Moses  represented  is  gathered 
there  under  three  strong  verbs.   First,  "Moses  refused 
to  be  called  the  son  of  Pharaoh's  daughter."  This  was 
an  earth  shaking  refusal.   You  will  recall  that  Moses 
had  been  raised  in  Pharaoh's  court  where  he  was  exposed 
to  the  luxury  and  finery  of  the  greatest  civilization 
of  that  time.   Undoubtedly  he  had  before  him  a  life  of 
ease  and  power  and  freedom.   But  Moses  refused  to  be 
called  the  son  of  Pharaoh's  daughter  because  he  sensed 
a  higher  calling.  He  had  an  identity  as  a  son  of  faith. 

Secondly,  "He  chose  to  suffer  affliction  with  the 
people  of  God,  rather  than  to  enjoy  the  pleasures  of 
sin  for  a  season."  People  of  God  —  what  brave  opti- 
mism this  was ,  for  his  people  were  the  afflicted  and 
much  oppressed  slaves  of  the  Egyptian  empire.  Somehow 
Moses  believed  that  the  future  of  God  lay  with  those 
oppressed  people  and  not  with  the  might  and  power  of 
Egypt. 

But  what  assured  Moses'  place  in  faith's  Hall  of 
Fame  is  the  next  verb,  "Moses  endured . "   If  he  had  not 
endured  we  would  not  have  known  that  he  had  refused  to 
be  called  the  son  of  Pharaoh's  daughter  or  that  he  had 
chosen  to  identify  himself  with  the  people  of  God. 
Moses  endured  —  despite  occasional  misgivings  about 
his  own  abilities,  despite  interminable  hassles  that 
taxed  his  diplomatic  skills  on  the  long  wilderness 
march,  despite  severe  and  repeated  testings  of  his  own 
faith,  he  saw  a  hard  business  safely  through.   He  did 
it,  we  are  told,  "as  seeing  Him  who  is  invisible." 
That,  I  take  it,  is  the  secret  of  durability.   The 
seeing  of  Him  who  is  invisible! 

We  might  comment  negatively  that  the  durability 
of  Moses'  faith  did  not  in  any  way  depend  upon  or  rise 
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from  his  peers.   It  is  true  that  faith  can  never  be  an 
altogether  solitary  experience,  and  that  God  sets  us 
in  the  fellowship  of  faith  that  we  call  the  church. 
But  I  do  not  believe  that  our  associations  with  other 
Christians  is  the  primary  source  of  durability. 

Let's  be  frank  about  it  and  admit  that  others  do 
not  always  induce  faith  in  us,  nor  do  we  always  induce 
faith  in  them.   Those  who  share  a  particular  fellowship 
with  us  can  often  be  depressingly  disappointing,  just 
as  we  in  our  own  poor  way  can  be  depressingly  disap- 
pointing to  them.   As  the  old  gospel  song  has  it,  "The 
arm  of  flesh  will  fail  you,  you  dare  not  trust  your 
own. " 

Again,  commenting  negatively  on  Moses'  experience, 
we  can  affirm  that  faith  does  not  rest  on  temporal  for- 
tune or  conditions.  Moses'  circumstances,  for  the  most 
part,  were  hardly  conducive  to  faith.  Today  we  are  all 
aglow  within  at  the  advent  of  peace.   The  bells  of  our 
carillon  rang  gratefully  and  triumphantly  last  night 
at  seven.   We  feel  like  people  who  have  gone  through  a 
long,  long,  dark,  dark  tunnel  and  finally  emerged  into 
the  light.   We  feel  as  though  an  over-bear ingly  heavy 
weight  has  been  removed  from  our  shoulders  and  we  can 
stand  free  and  tall  again. 

But  we  must  be  careful  not  to  attach  our  fidelity 
to  God  to  that  or  any  other  temporal  condition.  Faith 
is  not  determined  by  the  Dow- Jones  average.   It  is  not 
determined  by  the  current  mood  of  the  United  Nations 
or  the  wisdom  or  lack  of  wisdom  of  the  powers  that  be 
in  Washington.   We  are  affected  by  such  conditions  but 
we  are  not  determined  by  them. 

It  is  an  easy  thing  for  Christian  people  to  ima- 
gine how  faithful  they  would  be  in  other  times  or 
places.   If  we  could  live  in  different  surroundings 
how  strong  would  be  our  faith! 

I  recall  hearing  about  two  Texans  who  stood  for 
the  first  time  in  front  of  Niagara  Falls.   One  turned 
to  the  other  and  said,  "Well,  what  do  you  think  of 
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this?"  The  other  replied,  "It's  alright,  but  I  know  a 
creek  in  Texas  that  could  do  it  if  it  had  a  place." 

One  of  the  sharpest  intellects  that  I  have  ever 
known  was  a  young  man  who  belonged  to  the  Office  of 
Religious  Affairs  at  the  University  of  Michigan.  This 
keen  cleric  could  hold  his  own  in  any  company  and  was 
especially  competent  in  theology  and  philosophy.   He 
is  now  in  a  small  out-of-the-way  place  in  the  American 
Southwest.   There  are  hardly  any  individuals  in  his 
community  who  can  relate  to  him  in  a  way  that  will 
stimulate  his  mind  or  challenge  his  mental  powers.  He 
sent  me  a  note  the  other  day  and  said  that  he  keeps  on 
his  desk  a  little  motto  that  reads,  "Bloom  where  you 
are  planted." 

Durability  does  not  rise  from  temporal  conditions 
or  immediate  surroundings.   Faith  is  tied  to  something 
bigger.  It  derives  from  "seeing  him  who  is  invisible." 
To  phrase  it  differently,  the  secret  of  durability  is 
one's  personal  experience  of  God. 


"The  Lord  spoke  unto  Moses  face  to  face  as  a  man 
speaketh  to  his  friend."  This  secret  obtains  for  us 
today.   This  is  what  gets  us  started  in  the  Christian 
life,  and  this  is  what  keeps  us  at  it  —  our  own  per- 
sonal experience  of  God. 

At  times,  let's  face  it,  church  membership  can  be 
a  wilderness   journey  --  from  one  committee  meeting  to 
the  next,  from  one  board  meeting  to  the  next,  from  one 
budget  hearing  to  the  next,  from  one  attempt  at  re- 
structuring to  the  next.   We  go  from  canvass  to  canvass 
cause  to  cause,  promotion  to  promotion.   In  some  in- 
stances the  administrative  year  and  the  organizational 
year  of  the  church  can  stifle  the  hungers  of  the  heart 
for  God. 

It  is  also  to  the  point  to  note  that  our  witness 
in  the  world  can  take  its  toll.  Many  of  us  have  read 
the  book  or  seen  the  play,  One  Flew  Over  the  Cuckoo's 


Nest.   You  will  recall  that  the  heroic  Christ  figure 
in  that  story  is  a  man  by  the  name  of  McMurphy  who 
struggles  to  overcome  the  structured  evil  of  a  mental 
institution.   Kesey  says  that,  "...  the  thing  he  was 
fighting  for  you  couldn't  whip  it  for  good.   All  you 
could  do  was  keep  on  whipping  it  till  you  couldn't 
come  out  anymore  and  somebody  else  had  to  take  your 
place.  "2_ 

Doubt  is  fundamentally  a  deficiency  disease.   It 
comes  from  leaving  something  out  of  one's  life.   It 
stems  from  a  failure  to  maintain  the  inner  life  —  per- 
haps in  the  interest  of  being  relevant,  timely  and  con- 
temporary. 

God  dies  in  our  living  not  by  denial  but  by  inat- 
tention. The  vision  must  be  maintained  and  reinforced. 
That's  how  it  was  with  Moses.   You  can  almost  hear  his 
mother  whispering  in  his  ear  as  she  raised  him  in 
Pharoah's  court,  "You  belong  to  something  more  than 
this."  And  Moses  saw  that  he  did.   God  affirmed  him- 
self again  to  Moses  in  the  luminous  burning  bush.   He 
spoke  yet  another  time  in  the  thunder  of  Sinai.   He 
communed  with  him  day  by  day  in  his  desert  prayers. 

It  was  Moses'  intimacy  with  God  that  underwrote 
the  actions  of  his  life.   This  is  why  God  gave  us  the 
Scriptures,  why  he  gave  us  the  sacraments,  why  he  gave 
us  the  church,  why  he  gave  us  each  other,  why  he  gives 
us  from  time  to  time  those  centering  moments  of  com- 
munion that  border  on  the  mysterious. 

A  couple  of  questions  struck  my  eye  the  other  day: 
"Does  God  seem  further  away?  Which  of  you  has  moved 
do  you  suppose?"   Moses  endured.   Not  because  of  later- 
al reinforcement  on  the  march.  Not  because  his  circum- 
stances were  always  hopeful  and  optimistic.   But  be- 
cause he  was  able  to  see  in  the  events  of  every  day 
the  very  face  of  God. 

I  go  back  continually  to  an  experience  in  my 
middle  teens  that  happened  in  an  apartment  on  what 
used  to  be  124th  Street.   Through  a  winsome  radio  voice 
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the  invisible  God  became  real  to  me  one  night.   I  fell 
to  my  knees  and  gave  as  much  of  this  small  life  as  I 
could  to  as  much  of  God  as  I  understood.   That's  how 
it  started  for  me.   That  first  sighting  of  God  has 
anchored  my  pilgrimage  ever  since. 


"As  seeing  Him  who  is  invisible."   The  secret  is 
out.   Frederick  Beuchner  tells  in  The  Hungering  Dark, 
of  having  seen  "La  Dolce  Vita"  in  a  small  college  town. 
He  recounts  how  that  picture  opens  with  a  helicopter 
flying  low  over  Italy  carrying  a  man-size  statue  draped 
in  robes.   The  citizens  look  up  entranced  at  the  rare 
spectacle  of  a  statue  swooping  this  way  and  that  in 
harness  as  it  hangs  from  a  moving  helicopter.   Now  it 
is  over  a  field.   Now  above  a  swimming  pool. 

In  time  the  camera  moves  in  for  a  closeup  of  the 
statue.   For  a  moment  or  two  the  whole  screen  is  filled 
with  the  bearded  visage  of  Jesus  Christ.   Beuchner  re- 
calls that  in  that  instant  the  theater  was  quiet.   No 
more  laughing.  No  more  munching  of  popcorn.   "For  a 
moment,  not  very  long  to  be  sure,  there  was  no  sound, 
as  if  the  face  were  their  face  somehow,  their  secret 
face  that  they  had  never  seen  before  but  that  they 
knew  belonged  to  them,  or  the  face  that  they  had  never 
seen  before  but  that  they  knew,  if  only  for  a  moment, 
they  belonged  to."  He  adds,  "I  think  that  is  much  of 
what  the  Christian  faith  is  --  it  is  for  a  moment,  just 
for  a  little  while,  seeing  the  face  and  being  still; 
that  is  all."  3 
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CLOSING  PRAYER 


Keep  our  feet  on  the  way,    0  God 
and  our  faces  pointing  forward; 

for  we  would  be  Thy  faithful  disciples 
to  our  life  's  end. 

Help  us  to  trust  and  cherish  our 
moments  of  truth 3   and  every   life 
experience  that  speaks  Thy  name 
and  claims  us  for  Thyself. 

Through  Jesus  Christ  our  Lord.   Amen. 
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